Uncle Hjaalmar by Olsen, Tom
Sketch
Volume 17, Number 2 1950 Article 4
Uncle Hjaalmar
Tom Olsen∗
∗Iowa State College
Copyright c©1950 by the authors. Sketch is produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press (bepress).
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/sketch
Uncle Hjaalmar
Tom Olsen
Abstract
My father’s family were poor mountain people in their days in Norway...
UNCLE HJAALMAR 
Y FATHER'S family were poor mountain people in 
their days in Norway. Grandfather was a blacksmith 
and Uncle Hjaalmar, the oldest boy, was his helper. Uncle 
Hjaalmar was never outside the village until he was twenty-
two years old, and then only the once. By that time ha was 
a big man, bigger than grandfather. His shoulders and arms 
were the biggest in the town; in fact, he would often fight 
the town toughs and he always whipped them. He read 
books about music and he loved to hear violins—that was his 
only fault. 
Ole Bull was to give a recital in Christiania and Uncle 
Hjaalmar wanted to hear it more than he wanted anything 
in the world. For months he saved for the trip. He worked 
late always, staying at his forge long after the village was 
asleep. Then, as he walked home in the arctic blackness of 
the Norwegian night, he would hum to himself the music 
that at last he would hear. 
The day came and Uncle Hjaalmar left for Christiania. 
He got to the music hall just as the recital began. T h e great 
orchestra plunged into the first selection. Uncle Hjaalmar 
was stunned by the beauty of the sound as it poured out 
on the listeners. He stopped immovable in the entryway, 
his homespun coat over his great left arm, the neck of 
his shirt open. 
Then a little man with much snow white hair stood up 
in front of the orchestra. T h e room was still, and he began 
to draw his bow across the strings of his violin. My uncle 
wept. It was more than he could bear. He would hear music, 
yes, but what music. It was as if every stroke of the bow 
slowly and painfully pierced my uncle's heart. 
Uncle Hjaalmar didn' t move as much as an eyelash 
while the concert lasted. He still stood there, made foolish 
by the sounds he loved, as the people began to file out. Then 
came his undoing. 
Two men stood by my Uncle, smoking and talking of 
the concert. 
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"This sort of thing bores me," said one. "I only come 
to please the wife." 
"This man Bull, he should play for cows and goats," 
said the other. 
Tears welled again into my Uncle Hjaalmar's eyes, but 
this time they were tears of anger. He dropped his coat 
upon the concert floor and gathered the two men to him 
in his blacksmith's arms of steel. His rage at these two who 
had profaned his idol consumed him. They were like two 
straw dolls. He smashed their faces together until they no 
longer had faces, dropped them, and stood stupidly as 
policemen surrounded him, too afraid for themselves to 
approach within reach of those awful arms. 
My uncle Hjaalmar still lives in Norway. He sits alone 
in a room without furniture. He sits naked, listening always 
to the music of Ole Bull's violin. He has sat thus for half 
a lifetime. 
Often, my father accuses me of having some of my 
uncle's taste for music. I know I have. I think there is some 
of my Uncle Hjaalmar in almost all men—and I thank God 
for it. 
—Tom Blake Olsen, Sci. Sr. 
VIENNA BREAD 
TT])FC. JOSEPH W I N T E R S tossed restlessly in his bed as 
he awakened from his evening nap. He could hear 
talking and laughter coming from the Sergeant's room but 
as he strained to hear what was being said he only heard 
the laughter. 
Joe thought to himself as he had thought very often 
recently, "What the Devil am I doing in this room? Why 
can't I wake up in the U.S.A. like I used to? The war's 
over—I want to go home!" Then he smiled as he thought 
of one of the recent army parodies to the tune, "Lili 
Marlene,"—"Dear Mr. Truman, why can't I go home? . . ." 
T h e hands on his watch stood at seven forty-five and he 
watched the second hand jerk around the dial. "Won' t do 
